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CHAPTER 13 
COLONIAL KNOWLEDGE, 
POST-COLONIAL POETICS 
Lyn McCredden 
Post-coloniality, that dream of colonized nations and peoples, reaches 
imaginatively and intellectually both through the current moment of 
material, political reality and beyond it. It is a mode of thinking about 
how human existence could be, about whether human hunger for posses-
sion and dominance is inevitable. Post-colonial thought also acknowl-
edges that embedded in the imperial desire for possession-the desire of 
nations and of individuals-is the longing to know. By many definitions, 
those early men with a thirst for antipodean knowledge, for example, 
Joseph Banks and Charles Darwin, were implicated in the Enlighten-
ment's imperial thrust to know, map, dissect, catalogue, understand, 
manipulate. The Pandora's box of knowledge they opened helped to set 
loose the dogs of imperialism, but paradoxically they also gave birth 
to fruitful understandings of the diversity and plenitude of the material 
world. Of course, post-colonial thinking itself is not exempt from this 
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two-edged desire to know, the double heritage of knowledge: its curi-
osity and attentiveness, along with its potential for manipulation and 
possessiveness. 
In ambivalent and imaginative ways, post-colonial thought is moti-
vated by dreams-national, historical, racial, individual-and by a deep, 
grieving knowledge of the consequences of imperial violence. One of 
the dreams of post-colonial thought is that descendants of white set-
tlers might be able to learn from Indigenous people about new forms of 
knowledge, and in doing so unpick some of their own self-sealed atti-
tudes to what knowledge is. In her 1996 volume Nourishing Terrains: 
Australian Aboriginal Views of Landscape and Wilderness, anthropolo-
gist Debra Bird Rose writes, 
Knowledge, in all Aboriginal systems of information, 1S specific 
to the place and to the people ... one of the most important aspects 
of Aboriginal knowledge systems is that they do not universalise. 
Moreover, the fact that knowledge is localised and specific is one 
of the keys to its value. (32) 
Rose exemplifies a number of Australian post-colonial anthropologists, 
historians, and ethnographers (John Bradley, Henry Reynolds, Stephen 
Muecke) who have been seeking to understand these different modes 
of knowing. In her account, Indig~no~s forms of knowledge are no less 
systematic, but they carry with them an experiential and earthed under-
standing that universalizing brings with it a set of failures: failure to 
see the farcical pose of omnipotent knowing, failure to comprehend the 
subtleties and attentive nature of small knowing, failure to submit hum-
bly to the limits of knowing when confronted by difference. 
White settler Australians, like American, Canadian, and South African 
settlers, brought with them their bag ofuniversal knowledges and beliefs: 
Christianity, civilization, government and bureaucracy, ownership. In the 
field of Australian poetry, these overarching precepts are reflected in the 
two strands of cultural knowledge that have competed, with powerful 
aesthetic and ideological consequences. One strand~ which is now vet)' 
much out of fashion culturally, thouOgh still with its adherents, holds to 
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the truths of high knowledge, extolling without finally questioning the 
universality of European modes of knowledge and belief. The 1950s and 
1960s, a pivotal time for Australian poetry and for post-colonial thought, 
saw two poets, Judith Wright and James McAuley, publish works which 
set in train the different white settler attitudes to Australia and who 
belongs here. Both poets were from Anglo~Celtic backgrounds, and 
they took dramatically different trajectories in their response to being in 
Australia, being '4of the conquerers." 
McAuley's Captain Quiros is a magisterial epic poem that today is 
little read and little studied. This is partly because McAuley, who died 
in 1976, has often been simplistically categorized as a white Australian 
Christian apologist, a political and cultural conservative, "the cold war 
warrior" of Australian literature. It is a great shame that McAuley's work 
is thus pigeonholed~ as any fuller reading of the works reveals that they 
are rich with the contradictions of white settler Australian identity and 
that they speak about the pain of such identification in both conscious 
and unconscious ways, even as they arguably do not question the rights 
and beliefs of that identity. 
In Captain Quiros, we are presented with the voyages of the Spanish 
colonial explorers Magellan, Mendai'ia, Torres, Quiros, and Belmonte. 
But further, we are given something of the motives of such explorers as 
they set out to discover or conquer in "the antipodes": 
.... So in old maps we see 
Imago Mundi done in red and gold~ 
With fabled lands through which green rivers run 
To a blue scalloped sea; and we are told, 
Here for the torrid burning of the sun 
No man can pass; while somewhere eastward lies 
Emblazoned the Terrestrial Paradise 
Where jewel-trees rise richly from the mould. (111) 
The poetry here is richly compressed in its extolling of imperial desires. 
Motivation to go where ~'[n]o man can pass" is seen to infuse such adven-
turers with purpose, and the poetry carries the energy and excitement of 
such motivation. The reader is drawn in by the poem's excitement, 
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its sense of the imagination, beauty, adventure, and desire to joumey 
to and arrive at (even to possess) the Terrestrial Paradise. Layered over 
the very masculine set of motivations-men together, the dare of going 
where no man had been, the promise of riches, the heroism-the poem 
also gives us an understanding of the religious duty which drives some, 
though not all, of the adventurers. Quiros particularly seeks a nobler pur-
pose for his journey: 
o for the gift of tongues and prophecy! 
For these heroic mysteries require 
The voice of Elders chanting solemnly 
Over a sea of glass mingled with fire .... (141) 
The poem is, after all, for Quiros, and perhaps for McAuley, about the 
quest for the great south land of the Holy Ghost. McAuley's Catholicism 
must be seen as part of his motivation in presenting the imperial challenge 
in tenns of prophecy and religious purpose. But something strange---and 
attimes perhaps partly unconscious-happens in the poem's narrative. For 
a poem supposedly about the glories of colonial adventure and religious 
mission, there is much failure. Not only do the voyages fail to achieve 
their colonial goals, there is a deep ambivalence about colonial motiva-
tions and their impact that begins to t:wist through the poem. Quiros, the 
most peace-loving and benign of imperialists, stretches and strives for the 
consummation of his labors, but his fraught landing on wha,t he mistak~ 
enly believes to be the Great South Land is brief and abortive: 
One disobedient soldier dared to shoot 
A native. The rest retreated sullenly. 
A Moorish drummer cut off head and foot 
And hung the bleeding corpse upon a tree, 
Unseen by Torres. This was the grisly sign 
That caused the coastal natives to combine 
To drive us out with wild ferocity. (155) 
This moment of arrival is to be the founding of "a new heaven and earth, I 
A whole world" on "the South Land of the Holy Ghost" (155). A fierce 
irony seeps through the piety of Quiros' colonial dreams, as the foot 
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soldiers, like so many brutal buffoons, resort to violence. The poem 
gives little solidity or particularity to the "natives," other than their 
understandable contestation of the white invaders, but nor is the imposi-
tion of cultural will by the explorers allowed to flourish. A cross is made 
"of the native citrus wood;" an altar erected; Quiros declares in deeply 
sincere tones that the settlement will be a place honoring both "[0 JUT 
temporal sovereign and our heavenly Lord" (157): 
The wide-mouthed river flowing broadly down 
Was named Jordon. Now the Captain trod 
The length and breadth of what would be the town 
Of New Jerusalem, the Elect of Gad. 
It was as if, caught in futurity, 
I saw the angel of the prophecy 
Making the circuit with his measuring-rod. 
And still the living waters hurried down 
To where the teeming fish leapt in the bay. 
The native gardens covering our town 
Showed fruits and vines in splendid disarray. 
Small flocks of green and scarlet parakeets 
Flashed in the air above the future streets, 
And odorous basil flowered along the way. 
When our patrols pressed deep into the valleys 
The natives sought to take them by surprise 
With frequent ambushes and desperate sallies, 
This hindered us in gathering food-supplies 
And cutting timber. Every settlement 
Was silent and deserted where we went, 
But the dense forest held a thousand eyes. (158) 
The poetry here grimly satirizes the religious, imperial, and analogical 
imagination of the colonizers. The colonists act as colonists always do: 
naming, treading, measuring; planning the future; patrolling, gathering, 
cutting down~ pressing deep, defending themselves against "ambushes 
and desperate sallies," Ha thousand eyes." And how does this world, 
"dlscovered'~ and imposed upon) act in response: it ftows~ teems, covers, 
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grows, and displays ~'in splendid disarray"; it flashes green and scarlet 
in the air and blossoms. But its people also think and respond, watching 
silently from the land's intimate hiding places~ and they defend them-
selves. There is no grandeur of discovery and founding will here, but 
monumental implosion. Read carefully, the epic Captain Quiros is in 
no way a simple extolling of imperial adventure. It is a deep medita-
tion on the limits of imperial knowledge. While it understands and even 
celebrates the human desire to journey, djscover~ and achieve, it also 
measures with a caustic power the limits of those desires and the cata-
strophic failures of the imperial imagination.! 
Judith Wright, the daughter of wealthy pastoralists in New England, 
New South Wales. grew up in the 1920s and 1930s with privileges 
founded on her father's and grandfather's possession of fertile farm-
ing land. Australian poetry is privileged to hold in its corpus Wright's 
poetry, which traces her growing awareness of walking on stolen ground. 
In poetic, critical, and activist work, Wright records the overwhelming 
haunting that moves her to see Indigenous Australians as the custodi-
ans of lands and beliefs that white settlement- desecrated. The poignant 
and. startling progress of Wright's realization can be traced from early 
poems such as the much~anthologized "Bullocky" (1944) to poems such 
as "Australia 1970," with its angry sense of guilt and defilement of the 
land, to later cries for reparation for Indigenous Australia. In "Australia 
1970," Wri.ght rails against white settler desecrations of the land. The 
poem begins, "Die, wild country ... Suffer ... like the ironwood I that 
gaps the dozer-blade I I see your Jiving soil ebb with the tree I to naked 
poverty ... " (Wright 287), and closes with: 
I 
For we are conquerors and self-poisoners 
more than scorpion or snake 
and dying of the venoms that we make 
even while you die of us. 
I praise the scoring drought, the flying dust, 
the drying creek, the furiousanimal, 
that they oppose us still; 
that we are ruined by the thing we kill. (288) 
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The "you" here can be seen to refer to the land, and by extension to the 
Indigenous people of Australia who are so closely identified with 
the land~ while the "us" refers to the colonial settlers whose magiste-
rial will to conquer and poss'ess proved to be barren, even as they do in 
the big droughts and water crises of this current moment. The descrip-
tor "conquerors and self-poisoners" was a note arrived at by Wright 
in the mid-sixties and even before as she turned from the Romantic 
\ 
love of land and place that she felt as a young girl growing up in New 
England to the poHtical realities of colonial dominance of land and 
peoples. 
An important poem published in 1973, "Two Dreamtimes" (Wright 
315-318), is an imagined conversation between Wright and her Indig-
enous friend, fellow poet and activist Oodgeroo, formerly Kath Walker. 
Written twenty years before the High Court decisions on Indigenous cus-
todianship of land, the poem registers the guilt and self-disgust which 
Wright felt as a white Australian in the face of the tragic losses suffered 
by Aboriginal Australians: 
But we are grown to a changed world: 
over the drinks at night 
we can exchange our separate griefs~ 
but yours and mine are different. 
A knifes between us. My righteous kin 
still have cruel faces. 
Neither you nor I can win them, 
though we meet in secret kindness. 
I am born of the conquerors, 
you of the persecuted .... (Wright 318) 
As poet and critic Gig Ryan reminds us, as early as 1962, Wright was 
recommending to Australian readers the first book of poems by Aborigi-
nal poet Oodgeroo, and as a member of the Aboriginal Treaty Committee 
from 1979 to 1983 was working with Aboriginal people to seek a treaty 
and parliamentary representation for Aborigines. However, in her cri~ 
tique of Wright's poetry, Ryan proceeds to argue for the differing levels 
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of political effect in Wright's poetic and activist work. In her discussion 
of "Two Dreamtimes)" Ryan is highly ambivalent: 
"Two Dreamtimes" (1973) ... is a confused and sentimental 
poem. Like any Wright poem it contains some fine lines ... but 
it romanticizes both indigenous Australians and the landowner's 
guilt, attempting to make her sorrow for the current state of the 
land equivalent to that of the dispossessed and finishing with a 
pathetically noble Christian gesture of white atonement for white 
Australian history, she turns the knife to the narrator ... [yet] this 
poem is historically important in alerting some Australians to 
unwanted truths .... (29) 
Against Ryan here, I would argue that "Two Dreamtimes" is a frank 
and moving poetic contemplation of personal, communal, and national 
injustices. The poem dares, as early as 1973, to address Australia's huge 
legal, philosophical) and ontological questions through the metaphors 
of personal friendship and repentance. Founded on a lived, extrapoetic 
collaboration, the narration is based on two Australian childhoods--one 
black, one white-in the earlier twentieth century. Of what value, we are 
asked, is "secret kindness" and the "exchange" of ' 'separate griefs" in the 
face of ongoing historical and structural injustices? In response to such 
questions, I do not agree with Ryan~s account of the poem as "confused 
and sentimental/' nor with her claim that the narrator requires white 
equivalence with indigenous cries for justice ("yours and mine are differ-
ent"), nor with her description of the poem's final gesture as "a patheti-
cally Christian noble gesture of white atonement for a white history": 
The knife's between us. I tum it round, 
the handle to your side, 
the weapon made from your country's bones. 
I have no right to take it 
But both of us die as our dreamtime dies. 
I don't know what to give you 
for your gay stories, your sad,eyes, 
but that~ and a poem, sister. (Wright 318) 
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Wright's philosophy does not resile here from contemplating the toxic~ 
ity of intertwined white and Aboriginal histories, and it dares to salvage 
the deep love of country she felt as a white child. growing up as one of 
the children of the colonizers. But the poem sees clearly the higher and 
fuller claims of the black sister: ~'I am born of the conquerors, I you of 
the persecuted." The final lines of the poem do not simply invoke "a 
pathetically Christian noble gesture": "The knife's between us / I turn it 
round" may be read as "turning the other cheek," but in its acknowledg-
ment of deep historical violence~ the image of "the weapon made from 
your country's bones" is something much more primitive, totemic, and 
of sacred import. It is an attempt to write beyond any supposed Chris-
tian niceties of forgiveness, towards a justice that it also knows to be 
always already impossible in any simply political or material world. The 
unspoken call for compensation-for ~ new order of justice beyond the 
imperial methods of white weapons, white narratives-sounds deeply 
and movingly through "Two Dreamtimes." 
Some critics see Wright's poetic oeuvre steeped in white guilt and as 
offering very little in the way of new knowledge beyond the old imperial 
measures with which to confront an Australian future. This same accu~ 
sation might also be leveled from a different direction at a number of 
Indigenous poets who have concentrated on the need for white guilt and 
the power of anger and protest about Australian invasion history. In the 
1980s and 19905, the so-called Indigenous renaissance in the arts saw the 
emergence of strong and diverse Indigenous poets such as Lionel Foga-
rty, Tony Birch, Lisa BeHear, and Sam Wagan Watson, amongst others. 
Birch and Wagan Watson, in two different ways, write poetry of pro,. 
test against the imposition of white ways of knowing and governing. 
Birch writes in what can be charactedzed as nostalgic polemics. It is not 
a sentimental vision we are offered by Birch, but a muscular, protesting 
voice that uses the archival facts of history to say NO! to white modes 
of knowledge. For example, in Birch's 2006 poem/prose sequence, «The 
true history ofBeruk," the poem begins with a speaking voice and a spe-
cifically imagined m"oment in colonial history. The Koori man Beruk is 
given the status of prophet and leader, speaking to his people as invasion 
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begins, detailing to them the truth of white men (Cook, Buckley, Bat-
man) and their actions: 
"My Words", Beruk-Ngamajet-1835 
Captain Cook marched-
in jacket and brass button 
Buckley stood ragged 
in possum skin at Muddy Creek 
Batman came looking 
with glass, beads, powder 
and mirrors in a wooden boat 
around the sea 
Buckley spoke his old tongue-
the visitor is not ghost 
he is not ghost 
look at Batman's face 
do not touch his skin 
his bread or his house 
do not touch his house 
Beruk spoke the truth-
whitefellow shoot us 
down like kangaroo 
whitefellow come 
by and by 
and shoot us . 
shoot us down 
whitefellow come 
and shoot us down (72) 
The three white men mentioned in the first stanza represent three 
moments in the history of early white contact with Indigenous people: 
the military explorer, the white man who lives for a time amongst the 
Aborigines in his possum skin, and the settler bearing cheap gifts. But 
Beruk is represented as seeing through all these forms of white knowl~ 
edge. Buckley reverts to "his old tongue'~ and offers words of advice 
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to his Aboriginal friends. Perhaps they are words of survival--do not 
touch the white man. But they are also felt here as inadequate words 
which simply al1()w the overcoming of the Aboriginal people: "whitefel-
low come / and shoot us down." Only Beruk sees into history here, from 
his position of weakness. Perhaps the white men see too, but their seeing 
belongs to the conqueror, an'd they are implicated. 
In an earlier poem sequence, "Footnote to a History War," which is 
also structured by reference to the colonial archives, Birch is imp1acab1e 
in tracing the real politic of invasion's impositions on Indige~ous life and 
knowledge. That poem begins with a subtle series of mimicries, firstly in 
the voice of a white overseer, a condescending and myopic colonial com-
plaining about the ungratefullaiiness of his native workers. It continues 
in the self~effacing and traumatized speech of an Indigenous man seek~ 
ing he1p for his many problems. including"separation from his wife and 
children. Similar1y~ in ~~true history of Beruk," Birch uses the archives-
almost without editing-in a poignant listing of the orderly, white. mana-
gerial mind. In the section entitled ~~Cranderrk-1866," we read~ 
30 Apri I 1866 
[Cost of acquiring land from and incarcerating ~<the blacks"] 
Flour 
Tea 
Sugar 
Tobacco 
Rice 
Oatmeal 
Soap 
Meat 
Blankets 
Serge Shirts 
Twill Shirts 
Jumpers (boys) 
Petticoats 
Chemises 
Tomahawks 
108,610 Ibs. 
2,991 Ibs. 
28,617Ibs. 
1,983Ibs. 
3,0241bs. 
4501bs. 
3,181 Ibs. 
7871bs. 
1,175 pairs. 
548 
464 
183 
424 
III 
142 
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Pint Pots 180 
Quart Pots 100 
"The condition of the station is eminently satisfactory." (73) 
How many narratives simmer beneath this management list of supplies. 
The unspoken strands of these narratives include the propriety of colonial 
governance, with its orderly register of material requirements (what is 
needed and what is due); the overseer's smug satisfaction, evident in the 
last line, placed by the poet in quotation marks to communicate the reality 
of those words in the archive; the list of foods and chattels "given)' to "the 
blacks" for land, and evidence that some Aborigines went against the land 
agreement or were for other reasons incarcerated; the fact that so many of 
the chattels were useless to nomadic peopJes, andworse, signify the toxic 
introduction of alcohol and other foreign foodstuffs to Aboriginal people; 
the Victorian values (soap, layers of clothing) of the colonizers. Readers 
will no doubt understand many other strands of narrative placed in this 
implicit way by the poet. American, Canadian, South African, and New 
Zealand readers will also see the commonalities and differences between 
this colonial scene and the histories of settlement in their nations. 
Sam Wagan Watson, a younger poet ofBundjalung, Bird Gubba, Ger-
man, Scottish, and Irish descent, situates scenes of colonization not in 
the period of early contact and land grabbing but in contemporary Bris-
bane. Here Wagan Watson registers the results, 150 years later, of alco-
hol, drugs, and govemment intervention in the lives of young Aboriginal 
people. In his volume Smoke Encrypted Whispers (2005),.Wagan Wat-
son adopts numerous poetic and ideological stances in thinking through 
the colossal) hydra-headed consequences of colonial intervention, both 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Some of these stances are sur-
prising. For example, the poem "brunswick st blues" is set in contem-
porary Brisbane, in an area known as the Valley, which is frequented by 
Aboriginal people. It is known throughout the city as h,ome to the drunk 
and homeless, those with ~'blackened teeth" and a useless heritage: 
Brunswick St , 
sits like the continental shelf just below morality 
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rain washes the bad scenes 
off the street 
the killers still get the air 
for free 
yet upon the working girls 
the evil shadows linger 
while the decision-makers bottle the blood 
and faceti ft the Valley 
Voodoojack waits at the end of Brunswick St 
like some kind of licorice addict; 
paved bitumen runs straight into his mouth, 
congested with exhaust fumes 
and scummed in the beard of night 
whistling through blackened teeth 
like some patron saint of the red-light militias 
that perpetuate the Brunswick St blues tune 
a black singing snake gripped by the neck~ 
can~t bite back (1l9) 
Wagan Watson's free-form verse is a perfect vehicle for the unending, 
rampant sense of loss and desecration suffered by working girls and 
addicts. The ~~killers," land developers, and decision makers survive, but 
for the rest, there is anger and suffocation "scummed in the beard of 
night / whistling through blackened teeth." 
Wagan Watson employs a carefully produced free verse form, ver-
nacular speech, and insider references to the VaHey, to Brisbane's Bruns-
wick Street, and to Voodoo jack, as well as contemporary references to 
Aboriginal mythology in the "black singing snake," all entangled with a 
more generic apocalyptic tone, an implicit narrative against white urban 
greed and lust. Here, the sense of endless desecration and loss of history 
is felt in the angry diatribe of these run-on lines~ and felt palpably in the 
almost comic book images of the premodern Aboriginal man, Voodoo-
jack, with his magic powers~2 and oftbose modem Aborigines who now 
live by scrounging for the crumbs beneath the table of white society. 
The blame here is squarely with those colonial forces who continue to 
subj(!ct Indigenous Australians to their ways of knowing and possessing. 
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However~ Wagan Watson is far from being simply a victim and a nay-
sayer. In other poems, such as "dingo lounge," Wagan Watson turns to 
the responsibilities of Aboriginal people themselves and to their need to 
turn away from the cheap cultural sell~offs of Aboriginal heritage and 
the indulgence in white stereotypes of Aboriginal people. This stance. 
not uncommon in Wagan Watson's work, links him to Aboriginal leaders 
such as Noel Pearson. 
Pearson~ an Aboriginal leader from Cape York in Queensland, speaks 
from a different but related set ofvaJues to those of the poets. He calls in 
political and economic tenns for his community to overcome the degrada-
tion of two hundred years of colonization and to dream about and work for 
a new, self-generated strength through education, employment. and Indig-
enous pride. In an influential and controversial 2009 essay~ he wrote, 
It is time to ask: are we Aborigines a serious people? .. Do we 
have the seriousness necessary to maintain our languages. tradiw 
tions and knowledge? ... The truth is that I am prone to bouts of 
doubt and sadness around these questions. But I have hope. Our 
hope is dependent upon education. Our hope depends on how 
serious we become about the education of our people. (11) 
Addressing his own people, the wider Indigenous peoples, and white 
Australia, Pearson calls on his people to accept the know ledges and 
technologies of the modern, capitalist worJd--education, employment. 
self-regulation. But he does not ask them to forget their own languages 
and traditions. Pearson is a strong spokesperson for his people, but he 
has also been criticized by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous readers 
for what some see as his selling out to the colonial structures of contem-
porary capitalism. Pearson's strong leadership comes from a highly con-
textuaIized understanding of the needs of his people and of the violence 
I 
of colonial inheritances. It is borne out of his living with his people but 
also his confronting of the future. Is he a version of Lisa Bellear's "Mr 
Don't Scratch my Rolex" (discussed Jater)? Does his passionate desire 
to see his ancient people prosper in the modern world equate to a selling 
out to colonial knowledges and structures? Or is Pearson offering us the 
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practical and economic groundwork for poet Lionel Fogarty's idealis-
tic, poetic vision of the future? Instead of simply polarizing these two 
responses, I read them as two highly passionate, visionary, and dialecti-
cally related possibilities for the future of Aboriginal Australia and for 
the know ledges it offers to a post-colonial nation. 
Lionel Fogarty is a Murri songman from Queensland who has been writ-
ing poetry since the early 1980s. His verse is not as polished or educated 
as 'that of Birch or Wagan Watson. He is from an older generation, and 
his language can be raw. It is not the polished mimicry of colonial voices 
and positions; it is a voicing of these from his own oral and performative 
experience as a respected songman of his people. This, of course, is not a 
way of valuing Fogarty's work above that of Birch and Wagan Watson. It 
is not a seeking of something more "authentic" or premodem in his work, 
but an acknowledgment of the differences between Indigenous poets in 
Australia. Fogarty's poems often shock young readers or those seeking 
in poetry the "Queen's English." They are robust, raw, and emotionally 
charged pieces, which, at their best, are directed at specific and politically 
real situations. For example, Fogarty's poem "fuck aU departments" is a 
funny. angry, irreverent, and sprawling outburst of a poem. Its target is 
Canberra, Australia's bureaucratic and governmental hub, where white 
knowledge and procedures, inherited from England, have taken over the 
Bves, pensions, jobs, living conditions, and land ownership protocols of 
Aborigina1 Australians. Written in the early 1980s, this poem predates the 
agreements of Mabo and Wik.3 We can read in the poem's machinations 
the struggle of Aboriginal people to resist the procedures of white govern-
ment. But we can also read the despair of those Aborigines who watch as 
their own people sell out to the temptations of white money and status: 
I takin' our comparative mis-saying 
Down south of the law blacks roam 
The dialect is harder to vocab 
if-you don't know. 
Up south laws and the Dep. Abo Affairs 
were like here. 
Pick stealing our Koori Murri brains 
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where you sit~ fire warmth 
are you to set fire to buildings 
so white~ so right 
All the best for Koori famity 
single you must feel 
Department blacks you word-play 
too much 
a Koori term you selling south 
Abuse us even when you office desk 
push pens to get rid of us. 
Justice shines with we people 
cos fightin' to fuck up 
Dep. Abo airing saying 
"I'm doing my best for my people ...... (70-71) 
There is a fascinating mixture of satire, anger, and idealism in this poem, 
which is characteristic of Fogarty's poetry. This mixture creates the gap 
between the north and its majority of Aboriginal people and the south 
with its white structures of government (the "Dep. Abo Affairs") which 
have taken on a number of Aboriginal spokespeople and, as the poem 
has it, settled comfortably into white ways, white vocabularies, and pen-
pushing. But for the speaker of the poem there is, amazingly, still hope as 
"Justice shines with we people." The poem in its use oflanguage is itself 
a bulwark against the word ·play and obfuscation that Aboriginal people 
experience at the hands of the department. Colonial knowledge is reH-
ant on Koori knowledge,'but this is not acknowledged by white officials 
nor by "Department blacks." The consistently oral nature of this written 
poetry makes its own political statement of distance and difference. 
Similarly, younger poet Lisa Bellear~ herself a member of the Stolen 
Generations,4 who died tragically young in 2006, writes in a 1993 poem, 
"Mr Don't Scratch my Rolex," of Aboriginal lives roped into the bureau-
cratic circus: 
Him~ that fulla over there, 
from the Lands Council 
he doesn't care 
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how us women feel; 
about mining. 
we milk our children 
our tomorrow 
on breasts filled with poisons 
comes from that sludge 
in the river 
'member how we could walk into 
mmm the dearest sweet 
water 
and the 
barramundi, 
all 
gone, 
true, him that fulIa up there! 
I seen his 
mobile phone, 
toyota dreaming; 
nothin' but first class 
travel, 
where to now, 
Canberra? 
New York City? Pd love to see them mob 
at Geneva, 
the ILO, 
I'd tell lem 
our story, 
women'5 business, 
and show 'em, this is not our· 
way, 
Aboriginal country 
is seeping 
in misery, 
death. 
I weep for our dreaming 
hold 
me 
sister 
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need 
Your strength. 
got to keep believing 
that 
somewhere 
someone 
cares. (30-31) 
Bellear was an urban Aboriginal woman with Italian and GoernpiI her-
itage. whose family came from Stradbroke Island in Queensland. "Mr 
Don't Scratch my Rolex" works through a dialectic between races but 
also between genders, between country and urban, local and cosmopoli-
tan, national and international, Aboriginal Dreaming and modernity, and 
between economic progressivism and the claims of traditional landhold~ 
ers. It uses satire to cut down sentimentality about loss, wryly imaging 
the Aboriginal man from the Land Council with his "mobile phone. I 
toyota dreaming / nothin' but first class I travel.'~ But loss is there in the 
poem. sensuously presented in the women's bodies, in the milk of their 
breasts, in the sensual memory of "mmm the dearest sweet / water / and 
the I barramundi~ / all / gone." This is an Australian poem, with its referN 
ences to Land Council and barramundi, women's business, and its use of 
vernacular, spoken rhythms, but equally, its references to the national and 
international are knowing-uncowed, volatile-dismissing the interna-
tional rovings of the Land Council brother as so much hype and sell-out. 
Oender and race power, econoinics, ecology, maternity, bodily integ-
rity, community-aU of these are understood in "Mr Don't Scratch my 
Rolex," wryly, passionately, and dialectically. In another' poem from 
1993, "Bureaucrats Battleground," we find a similar satire at work: 
I'm sorry if you missed the deadline 
may I suggest you work at 
being more organised, there 
are some training packages that 
would help, but not right now 
read the sign! 
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He focuses hard on the bath 
his partner will have ready-
rose oil. glass of champagne 
a Havana cigar. 
He'll pat the dog, and kiss 
the children. and she II ask how 
was his day, at the 
bureaucrats ~ battleground. (45) 
This poem cJear1y fulfils Homi Bllabha's understanding of the dialectics 
of mimicry: ~~the sign of the inappropriate ... a difference or recalci-
trance which coheres the dominant strategic function of colonial power, 
intensifies surveillance, and poses an immanent threat to both 'normal-
ized' knowledges and disciplinary powers" (85). BelIear's mimicry is 
fully able to capture the rationalist pomposities of this bureaucrat, the 
so-called civil servant (Indigenous or non~Indigenous, we cannot be 
sure, especially in the light of "Mr Don't Scratch my Rolex"): "may 
I suggest you work at / being more organised"; "there are some train-
ing packages ... "; "read the sign .... " There is both "resemblance and 
menace" (86) in the poem, turning the colonial discourse back on itself, 
though never for a minute failing to register, at the very same time, who 
has the social power. 
The raw humor and the anger felt in Fogarty's "fuck all departments" 
and in Bellear's poems is far from the tone of another Fogarty poem, 
HFarewell Reverberated Vault of Detentions." While political in its con-
text, politics which include the death of Fogarty's brother in police deten-
tion and the larger and ongoing fact of Aboriginal deaths in custody, this 
poem is also a utopian and imaginative song to what might be: 
Today up home my peopJe are 
indeedly beautifully smiling 
for the devil 's sweeten words are 
gone 
Today my people are quenching 
the waters of rivers without grog 
Today my people are eating delicious 
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rare food of long ago. 
Today a fire is made round 
for a dance of leisuring enjoyment 
where no violence fights stirs. 
Certainly my people are god given 
a birthright of wise men and women 
Our country is still our Motherland 
Our desires ain't dying in pitifully 
in lusting over contempt and condition 
Tonight my people sleep 
without a tang of fear 
No paralysed minds 
No numbed bodies 
No pierced hearts hurt 
The screams of madness ends 
The madly stretched endurance 
are resisted with MUfri faith (40) 
The poem clearly identifies the tragic material and ontological realities 
of many Aboriginal people and their communities in the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries. It does so, however, in a song which imagines 
both the violent political realities and new possibilities. Wiped away, 
at least imaginatively~ are the flccumulated grief~ endurance, defilement, 
and violence of two c~nturies of colonization, but without for a moment 
forgetting the terror. Momentarily, the poem is able to create a picture 
of Murri people restored to their pride and faith. Instead of grog, vio~ 
lence, and fear, Fogarty gives us not simply what was, some idealized, 
untouched precontact indigenous life, but a moving and powerful rally~ 
ing cry to action in the present. It is the poem itselfwhich is proof of the 
possibility of dreaming another way of being and knowing, of moving 
beyond the imperial knowledges and actions ~hich have produced these 
violent colonial consequences. ' 
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ENDNOTES 
1. For an expanded discussion of Captain Quiros and later McAuley poems, 
see my essay "Displaced in the Great South Land: McAuley's Haunted 
Poetics," in Ashcroft, Devlin-Glass, and McCredden. 
2. Queensland anthropologist John Bradley infonned me that Voodoo Jack 
was a Brisbane Aboriginal man and local personality. He was so called 
because he was deemed to have the power of pointing the bone, or the 
power over life and death, like all good Voodoo priests. How much this is 
racist mythologizing, how much is Aboriginal belief, I have not been able 
to discover. References -are scarce. 
3. The Mabo High Court decision in 1992 rejected the doctrine of terra nul-
lius, the imperial idea that the land of Australia did not belong to anyone 
and was for purposes ofrule empty at the time of European settlement. This 
decision acknowledged the continuing custodianship by Indigenous Aus-
tralians, or at least the group ofMeriam people from Murray (Mer) Island 
whose leader., Eddie Mabo, had headed the legal action. This granting of 
native title did not preclude the government from exercising its ultimate 
and sovereign power to fun ownership if it showed a "clear and plain inten-
tion'" to do so. For further facts about Mabo and the related Wik case, see 
Racism No Way. 
4. For the context of the "stolen generations" in Australia, see The Apology to 
the Stolen Generations. 
